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Assessment is a core element of quality teaching and learning experiences for 
all children enrolled in early childhood education settings. This study explored 
New Zealand early childhood teachers’ purposes, practices and knowledge 
related to assessing four-year-old children’s learning.  Understanding teachers’ 
beliefs related to the assessment of four-year olds is particularly important for 
supporting effective transition to school and continuity between early childhood 
and school contexts.   
 
To investigate teachers’ assessment purposes, practices and knowledge, a 
mixed methods sequential research design was developed.  Phase one involved 
a nationwide survey of early childhood teachers, while phase two involved 14 
key informant interviews with teachers representing nine different service 
types.  Interview questions were derived from the survey results.  Interviewees 
were asked to complete the survey and to share three pieces of assessment 
documentation.  Descriptive statistics and thematic coding were utilised to 
analyse the data gathered.  Findings from both phases were used to answer the 
study’s research questions. 
 
Findings demonstrated that teachers recognised the important role of 
assessment but their assessment knowledge, purposes and practices varied 
widely.  Teachers favoured informal methods and focussed on sharing 
information with others as a primary purpose for assessment. Teachers’ 
knowledge of assessment was predominantly developed through their 
experiences in the sector, thereby conserving established assessment practices.    




focused on specific aspects of children’s learning.  Assessing four-year-old 
children’s learning was considered to be important in relation to transition to 
school, though challenges associated with sharing assessment information were 
repeatedly identified. 
 
The findings of this study, along with those of extant research, are of concern 
because New Zealand early childhood teachers’ assessment purposes, practices 
and knowledge in relation to assessing four-year-olds appear to be constrained 
relative to international recommendations for quality assessment in early 
childhood.  One implication is that teachers need additional support to develop 
their knowledge of assessment and understand its multiple purposes.  The 
development of a repertoire of assessment tools would further assist the 
advancement of teachers’ assessment practices.  Early childhood and new 
entrant teachers need support to develop their understandings of each other’s 
assessment methods, so that methods with appropriate fit for purpose can be 
used to promote children’s successful transition to school.  Continued research, 
professional development and initial teacher education need to play a key role 






While I am proudly the author of this thesis, the journey to its completion has 
not been a solitary one.  I will be forever grateful to everyone who has been a 
part of my journey: teachers, fellow doctoral students, participants, colleagues, 
supervisors, friends and family. 
 
To the teachers I have worked alongside, thank you for the inspiration, guidance 
and mentoring you have each shown me.  Thanks also to the doctoral students 
whom I have had the pleasure to meet and share the journey with and for the 
support and encouragement you have all offered.  To the study participants, 
thank you for taking the time to contribute to this study and for the amazing 
work you do every day with young children. 
 
Thank you very much to my colleagues at Massey University, both past and 
present, for your ongoing interest, support, belief and inspiration.  The many 
conversations we have had about assessment and research has reinforced my 
interest in the topic, motivated me when things were challenging and provided 
opportunities to clarify my thinking.  To Natalie Cook, Penny Smith and Chrissy 
Lepper, thank you for your confidence in believing that I could do this, without 
which I may never have started, and for your ongoing interest and 
encouragement. 
 
To my friends, thank you for checking on my progress and your encouragement, 
and I look forward to spending more time with you!  To Don and Gail Wills thank 




or to relax when I needed too.  Thanks also to the Williams family for providing 
a space to escape from my study. 
 
My sincere thanks must go to my supervisors: Dr Peter Rawlins, Professor Claire 
McLachlan and Dr Tara McLaughlin.  Your willingness to share your time, 
knowledge and expertise, to discuss ideas, to offer suggestions and guidance 
and to provide unlimited support is greatly appreciated.  Thanks most of all for 
believing in my ability to succeed.   
 
Finally, I would like to thank my parents, Alister and Jeannette Cameron.  Thank 
you to Dad for suggesting that I needed ‘a floppy hat’ and to Mum for your help 
with proof reading.  You have both always encouraged my need to learn more, 














This thesis is dedicated to my grandmothers, 
Royce Chisnall and Frances Cameron, 









Table of Contents 
Abstract ................................................................................................................. i 
Acknowledgements ............................................................................................. iii 
Table of Contents ............................................................................................... vii 
List of Figures ...................................................................................................... xi 
List of Images ...................................................................................................... xii 
List of Tables ...................................................................................................... xiii 
List of Appendices .............................................................................................. xv 
Chapter One - INTRODUCTION ............................................................................. 1 
1.1 - Introduction ............................................................................................. 1 
1.2 - My Personal Connection to the Study ..................................................... 6 
1.3 - Research Aim and Questions ................................................................... 7 
1.4 - Why Explore Teachers’ Beliefs and Knowledge? ..................................... 8 
1.5 - The New Zealand Early Childhood Context ............................................. 9 
1.6 - Overview of the Thesis........................................................................... 14 
Chapter Two -  LITERATURE REVIEW .................................................................. 17 
2.1 - Search Terms.......................................................................................... 17 
2.2 - What is Assessment? ............................................................................. 18 
2.3 - Purposes of Assessment ........................................................................ 19 
2.4 - Links Between ECE Curriculum and Assessment Practices .................... 24 
2.4.1 - Competence and Performance Curriculum Models ....................... 24 
2.4.2 - ECE Curriculum and Assessment Practices ..................................... 25 
2.4.3 - Summary......................................................................................... 29 
2.5 - New Zealand ECE Teachers’ Historical Assessment Beliefs and 
Practices ......................................................................................................... 30 
2.5.1 - Assessment Practices Prior to and Around the Introduction of Te 
Whāriki ...................................................................................................... 31 
2.5.2 - The Introduction of Te Whāriki and the Development of Learning 
Stories ........................................................................................................ 34 
2.6 - Contemporary Assessment Beliefs, Knowledge and Practices .............. 41 
2.6.1 - Shifts in Teachers’ Assessment Practices ....................................... 42 
2.6.2 - Children and Family’s Involvement in Assessment ........................ 49 
2.6.3 - ePortfolios and Assessment ........................................................... 51 
2.6.4 - Teacher Beliefs and Practices about Subject Knowledge and the 
Assessment of Subject Knowledge ............................................................ 52 
2.7 Assessment and Diverse Learners ........................................................... 56 
2.7.1 - Assessment for Māori and Pasifika Children .................................. 57 
2.7.2 - Assessment of Children with Additional Needs ............................. 60 
2.8 - Sources of Assessment Knowledge and Beliefs ..................................... 64 
2.9 - Critique of ECE Teachers’ Assessment Knowledge and Practices .......... 70 
2.10 - Continuity Between the ECE and School Sectors ................................. 75 
2.10.1 - Contemporary Assessment Practices in Schools .......................... 77 
2.10.2 - Current ECE Assessment Practices to Support Continuity as 




2.11 - Chapter Summary ............................................................................... 89 
Chapter Three - METHODOLOGY ...................................................................... 91 
3.1 - Introduction .......................................................................................... 91 
3.2 - Research Design .................................................................................... 91 
3.2.1 - Epistemology ................................................................................. 92 
3.2.2 - Theoretical Perspectives ................................................................ 94 
3.2.3 - Methodology ................................................................................. 94 
3.2.4 - Methods ......................................................................................... 96 
 - Phase one: Survey .................................................................. 97 
 - Phase two: Interviews ............................................................ 98 
3.3 - Participants ........................................................................................... 99 
3.4 - Data Collection .................................................................................... 100 
3.4.1 - Phase One .................................................................................... 101 
3.4.2 - Phase Two .................................................................................... 104 
3.5 - Legitimation ........................................................................................ 112 
3.6 - Data Analysis ....................................................................................... 115 
3.6.1 - Phase One .................................................................................... 115 
3.6.2 - Phase Two .................................................................................... 117 
3.6.3 - Data Mixing .................................................................................. 120 
3.7 – Limitations .......................................................................................... 120 
3.8 - Ethical Considerations ......................................................................... 122 
3.9 - Summary ............................................................................................. 126 
Chapter Four - FINDINGS ................................................................................. 129 
4.1 - Participants in Each Phase of the Study .............................................. 130 
4.1.1 - Demographic Information Relating to the Phase One and Two 
Participants ............................................................................................. 131 
4.1.2 - The Participants’ Settings ............................................................ 134 
4.2 - Assessment Practices .......................................................................... 137 
4.2.1 - Methods of Assessment .............................................................. 137 
4.2.2 - Use of Informal Assessment Methods ......................................... 139 
4.2.3 - Use of Formal Assessment Methods ........................................... 144 
4.2.4 - Learning Stories ........................................................................... 149 
4.2.5 - Timeframes for Completing Assessment Documentation and Time 
Barriers .................................................................................................... 154 
 Strengths, interests and dispositions ..................................... 160 
 - Development, learning outcomes, skills, knowledge and 
working theories ................................................................................. 162 
4.2.6 - Summary ...................................................................................... 164 
4.3 - Beliefs about Assessment and its Purposes ........................................ 165 
4.3.1 - Contradicting Beliefs about Assessment Practices ...................... 165 
 - Photographs, video and audio ............................................. 165 
 - Information shared by children and their families ............... 166 
 - Knowing children well .......................................................... 168 
 - Mixed opinions regarding using formal assessment 




 - Beliefs about barriers related to particular assessment 
methods .............................................................................................. 170 
4.3.2 - Beliefs about the Purposes of Assessment .................................. 172 
 - Sharing assessment information with children and families 172 
 - Planning for future learning .................................................. 175 
 - Monitoring children’s progress ............................................. 177 
 - Sharing assessment information with outside agencies ....... 180 
 - Sharing assessment information with schools ...................... 182 
 - Assessment as a waste of time ............................................. 189 
4.3.3 - Summary....................................................................................... 191 
4.4 - Assessment and Primary School .......................................................... 191 
4.5 - Knowledge of Assessment ................................................................... 194 
4.5.1 - Knowledge of Assessment of, as and for Learning ....................... 194 
4.5.2 - Sources of Assessment Knowledge .............................................. 196 
 - Experiences in education and conversations with ECE 
colleagues ............................................................................................ 196 
 - Professional development .................................................... 197 
 - Ministry of Education resources ........................................... 202 
 - Initial ECE qualification .......................................................... 202 
4.5.3 - Knowledge of Assessment as a Potential Barrier ......................... 204 
4.5.4 - Summary....................................................................................... 205 
4.6 - Chapter Summary ................................................................................ 205 
Chapter Five - DISCUSSION............................................................................... 209 
5.1 - Introduction ......................................................................................... 209 
5.2 - Teachers Favour Using Informal Assessment Methods ....................... 210 
5.3 – Teachers Have Variable Assessment Knowledge ................................ 219 
5.4 - Teachers’ Assessment Knowledge is Primarily Developed through their 
Experiences in the Sector ............................................................................. 228 
5.5 - Some Rather Than All Aspects of Children’s Learning and Development 
are Being Assessed ....................................................................................... 238 
5.6 - The Main Purpose of Assessment is to Share Information with 
Others .......................................................................................................... 245 
5.7 - The Sharing of Assessment Information with Schools is Problematic . 254 
5.8 - Chapter Summary ................................................................................ 264 
Chapter Six - CONCLUSION ............................................................................... 267 
6.1 - Summary of Findings Relating to the Research Aim and Questions.... 268 
6.1.1 - Teachers’ Purposes for Assessing Four-year-old Children’s 
Learning ................................................................................................... 268 
6.1.2 - Teachers Assessment Practices .................................................... 269 
6.1.3 - Teachers’ Knowledge about Assessment ..................................... 270 
6.1.4 - Special Consideration of Four-year Olds ...................................... 271 
6.2 Recommendations Arising from the Study ............................................ 271 
6.3 - Strengths and Limitations .................................................................... 280 
6.4 - Suggestions for Future Research ......................................................... 284 




Reference List .................................................................................................. 289 






List of Figures 
Figure 1.1 - Overview of parent-led service types in the New Zealand ECE Context
 ........................................................................................................................... 11 
Figure 1.2- Overview of teacher-led service types in the New Zealand ECE 
Context .............................................................................................................. 12 
Figure 3.1 - Overview of the Research Phases .................................................. 97 
Figure 3.2 - An overview of the Varying Service Types within the Research Region
 ......................................................................................................................... 105 
Figure 4.1 -Percentage of Survey Respondents Indicating Number of Learning 
Stories written in the last Four Weeks ............................................................ 150 
Figure 4.2 - Phase One Reported Number of Hours of Assessment focused PD in 






List of Images 
Image 4.1 -Assessment Example from STEI ..................................................... 148 
Image 4.2 -Assessment Example from TONG .................................................. 151 
Image 4.3 -Assessment Example from MĀORI ................................................ 152 






List of Tables 
Table 1.1 -Number of Enrolments by ECE Service Types .................................. 13 
Table 2.1- Teachers’ Self-Reported Use of Assessment Data Gathering Tools as a 
Percentagea ....................................................................................................... 43 
Table 3.1 - Number of ECE types as at 2015 (Education Counts, 2018a) ........ 100 
Table 3.2 -Stratification of the Phase Two Key Informant Interviews ............ 106 
Table 3.3 -Overview of Methods Used to Address the Research Questions .. 111 
Table 3.4 -Overview of the Interviewee Codes ............................................... 118 
Table 4.1 -Demographic Data Responses from Phase One and Two as a 
Percentage ...................................................................................................... 131 
Table 4.2 -Percentage of Response from the Service Types evident in the ECE 
Sector .............................................................................................................. 134 
Table 4.3 -Percentage of Respondents from Education and Care Settings  by 
Service Type .................................................................................................... 135 
Table 4.4 -Percentage of Respondents and Interviewees Using Formal and 
Informal Assessment Methods ....................................................................... 138 
Table 4.5 - Percentage of Phase One Survey Respondents and Phase Two 
Interviewees Reporting Frequencies of Use of Informal Assessment Methods
 ......................................................................................................................... 140 
Table 4.6 -Percentage of Survey Respondents Reporting Frequencies of Use of 
Formal Assessment Methods .......................................................................... 145 
Table 4.7 -Overview of the Assessment Examples Shared by Phase Two 
Interviewees, including the number of Learning Stories and use of 'Notice, 
Recognise and Respond'.................................................................................. 153 
Table 4.8 -Percentages of Phase One Survey Respondents Referring to Strengths, 
Interests and Dispositions within Three Open-ended Questions ................... 160 
Table 4.9 -Percentagea of Phase One Survey Respondents Referring to 
Development, Learning Outcomes, Skills, Knowledge and Working Theories 
within Three  Open-ended Questions ............................................................. 163 
Table 4.10 - Percentage of Survey Respondents indicating Varying Frequencies 
of ..................................................................................................................... 174 




Table 4.12 - Percentage of Survey Respondents Indicating Relationships 
between their Initial ECE Qualification and their Knowledge of Assessment 
based on Year gained Qualification ................................................................. 203 
Table 5.1- Comparison of Percentage of Respondents Indicating Use of  






List of Appendices 
Appendix A Ethics Approval ............................................................................ 310 
Appendix B - Phase One Email invitation for Survey Participants in Teacher-led 
Services ............................................................................................................ 311 
Appendix C - Phase One Email invitation for Survey Participants in Parent-led 
Services ............................................................................................................ 312 
Appendix D - Phase One Letter of Invitation for Participants in Hospital-based 
Services ............................................................................................................ 313 
Appendix E- Phase One Advertisement for Education Gazette and Child Forum
 ......................................................................................................................... 314 
Appendix F- Phase One Survey........................................................................ 315 
Appendix G - Phase One Survey Question Response Rates ............................ 328 
Appendix H - Phase Two Information Letter for Organisations ...................... 331 
Appendix I - Phase Two Information Sheet for Individuals in Teacher-led Services
 ......................................................................................................................... 333 
Appendix J - Phase Two Information Sheet for Individuals in Parent-led Services
 ......................................................................................................................... 335 
Appendix K -Phase Two Participant Consent Form - Individual ...................... 337 
Appendix L - Phase Two Participant Consent Form - Organisation ................. 338 
Appendix M -Phase Two Transcriber’s Confidentiality Agreement ................ 339 
Appendix N -Phase Two Broad Interview Questions Shared with Interviewees
 ......................................................................................................................... 340 
Appendix O - Phase Two Probing Interview Question for Interviewer ........... 341 
Appendix P -Authority for the Release of Transcripts ..................................... 344 
 
  
 
xvi 
 
 
 
